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Abstract 
Like many cautionary tales, The Hunger Games takes as its major premise an observation 
about contemporary society, measuring its ballistic arc in order to present graphically its 
logical conclusions. The Hunger Games gazes back to the panem et circenses of Ancient Rome, 
staring equally cynically forward, following the trajectory of reality television to its 
unbearably barbaric end point- a sadistic voyeurism for an effete elite of consumers. At each 
end of the historical spectrum (and in the present), the prevailing social form is Arendt's 
animallaborans. Consumer or consumed, Panem's population is (with the exception of the 
inner circle) either deprived of the possibility of, or distracted from, political action. 
Within the confines of the Games themselves, Law is abandoned or de-realised: haw - an 
elided Other in the pseudo~ Hobbesian nightmare that is the Arena. The Games are played out, 
as were gladiatorial combats and other diversions of the Roman Empire, against a 
background resonant of Juvenal's concern for his contemporaries' attachment to short term 
gratification at the expense the civic virtues of justice and caring which are (or would be) 
constitutive of a contemporary form of Arendt's homo politicus. 
While the Games are, on their face, 'reality' they are (like the realities presented in 
contemporary reality television) a simulated reality, de-realised in a Foucauldian set design 
constructed as a distraction for Capitol, and for the residents of the Districts, a constant 
reminder of their subservience to Capitol. Yet contemporary Western culture, for which 
manipulative reality TV is but a symptom of an underlying malaise, is inscribed at least as an 
incipient Pan em, Its public/political space is diminished by the effective slavery of the poor, 
the pre-occupation with and distractions of materiality and modern media, and the 
increasing concentration of power/wealth into a smaller proportion of the population. 
Man ... nor woman neither ... never is, but always to be, blessed. (Alexander Pope, 
'Essay on Man', with assistance from Hamlet) 
Survivor is evil ... because it's a revival of the Roman Colosseum. People are doing 
each other in just to entertain a bunch of boobs. ('Mimetic and Monstrous Act in the 
Hunger Games'!) 
Introduction 
The Hunger Games - the first of three novels in Suzanne Collins's trilogy - presents a stark 
rendition of life in a reconstructed post-Apocalyptic North America, the nation-state of Panem. 
Panem has been rebuilt to the extremes of conspicuous consumption, self gratification, the 
vapid celebration of youth and beauty, and a decadent and sadistic voyeurism -at least for the 
residents of Capitol, who mirror the Ancient Roman elite, supported by a ruthlessly exploited 
population in 'the Districts'. Their occupations seem, so far as they appear, to be dedicated to 
aims which reflect those of makeover reality TV and the cult of celebrity, a life which is 'utterly 
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which form and reform are captive to the zero-sum rule of the Games, which renders all such 
alliances futile. 
Katniss's predicament metaphorises the imposition of a 'dominant cultural logic or hegemonic 
norm' (Jameson 1991: 6) that, despite dramatic shifts in cultural aesthetics, political structures 
and modes of interpretation between Rome, today and the dystopic future, constantly refocuses 
on the same essential struggle for power, and the inevitability of oppression as an instrumental 
artefact of power. This, from the reader's perspective, is the jamesonian social and historical 
nightmare, 'a vision of the horror of life specifically grasped through History itself (Jameson 
1986: 72) ... across three time zones. 
Panem exhibits a class divide not simply on conventional socio-political lines, but a tyrannical 
division between the largely faceless individuals exercising power, and those whose lives are 
labour [in the Districts) and those in Capitol whose life is apparently no more than conspicuous 
consumption, their labour a version of 'immateriality' [Hesmondhalgh 2010: 272), but labour 
nonetheless. Whether in the Districts or in Capitol, each is, in their own way, a manifestation of 
animal laborans, living out an existence which, though disparate in terms of security and 
comfort, remains unified as 'unredeemable futility' [Arendt 1968, 1999). Such 'work' parallels 
modern Western liberalism's valorisation of labour - a social dynamic where work becomes 
'more than just earning a living', but 'incorporates and takes over daily life', encroaching into 
'every corner of everyday life' [McRobbie 2002, 99). 
Past, Present and Future - Reality TV in Transition 
The Games, set in the pseudo-Hobbesian nightmare constructed for the amusement of Panem's 
fatuous elite and the terrorisation of the Districts, offer the opportunity to grasp the historical 
past and a speculative post-Apocalyptic future, envisioning them within the politico-cultural 
imaginary of the present. One of the 21st century's manifestations of that struggle, the 
debasement of media culture to forms of ritual humiliation and exploitation, presents the 
spectre of an [ever) transitional present whose socio-political roots lie in the gladiatorial games 
and whose trajectory points seemingly inevitably towards the world of the Games. 
At the far reaches of manipulative but 'authentic' reality TV lies the Survivor-style program. 
These construct a personal war of attrition offering 'a 'well produced' version of reality 
apparently more convincing than the transparently manipulative episodes of Big Brother' 
[Wright 2004: 10), while remaining faithful to the tradition of 'humiliation and extreme 
behaviour' [Mittel 2004: 89) - all contained in a highly packaged cultural form [Enzensberger 
1982: 74). The battle between oppressor and oppressed is, for the contemporary reader, buried 
in this culturally comfortable trope of Survivor-style reality television, snuggled in a cultural 
space as familiar to them as Roman gladiatorial combat or the survivalist mentality of a post-
Apocalyptic world seem alien. 
The qualities of control and cruelty in programs like Survivor [Brenton and Cohen 2003: 114) 
are reflected and magnified in the dehumanisation of the Hunger Games and the panoptic 
technology which renders them possible and visible in public space. In doing so, they answer 
McDonald's rhetorical 'What if we kept pushing [the envelope J ... What if the ethos of Survivor 
and American Idol were taken to its logical extreme?' [McDonald 2012: 19). Yet the only people 
'we', the affluent West, can relate to are the residents of Capitol, 'glutted with food, fashion and 
reality television' [Schaffer 2012: 75), distanced from the realities of [or the need for) the 
political by the same distractions satirised by juvenal: silently, apathetically or even 
inadvertently relinquishing political action to the few who seek or seize power. While we are 
not yet wholly enmeshed with the bio-reconstruction of the Capitol-fashionista, surgically 
altered and wildly-maquillaged into a citizenry confiating Lady Gaga and jocelyn Wyldenstein, 
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resonates with Arendt's characterisation of the twentieth century manifestations of 
totalitarianism as more than mere extensions of previous regimes, but a new evil, for whom 
power is an end in itse1f.7 
Capitol's power enlivens Marx's observation that '[c]apital is dead labour which, like a vampire, 
only becomes alive by sucking out living labour, and the more it sucks, the more it is lively' 
(Marx 1968: 24 7). It embodies the 'meaner' face of capitalism developing towards the end of the 
20th and into the 21st Century, which 'industrializes the mind' (Enzensberger 1982: 3f!J and in 
which the worker must 'sell not only her or his labour ... but personality, self and ultimately 
perhaps also soul' (Vandenberghe 2008, 880). Within such an architecture of power, the 
possibilities of a civil politics and the choice to l!l'. homo politicus are occluded by the 
'eradication of alternative means of livelihood, civic life [such as itis] and culture' (Mitchell and 
Rosati 2006: 145). 
haw- Law Unmade 
Through the law imposing function, the 'original and fundamental form of violence that is in 
itself beyond the law and is thus neither legal nor illegal' (Hirvonen 2011: 102), Capitol 
seemingly rejects any juridical notion of humanity as an abstraction insofar as it would obscure 
what are, for Capitol, more instrumental signifiers. Under Nazi rule, as Lichtenberger suggests, 
the meaningful terms were 'compatriot', 'citizen', 'jew' and so on (Lichtenberger 1937: 248). For 
Capitol, the signifiers are the neat numerical and hierarchical fragmentation of Districts 1-12, 
the salutary lesson of the obliterated District 13, and the 'consumers' of Capitol. 
The Arena is a place abandoned by Law, reconstituting the tributes as the 'ultimate limiting case 
against which law is constituted' (Fitzpatrick 2002: 80). Here is a place where no Law is -
indeed a place where Law is a marginalised or absent Other: haw. From any positivist 
perspective, there is no superordinating or inaugurating statement ofjiat lex. Paradoxically, the 
Arena is, as a locus of bellum universale, the place of Law unmade. And to add irony to paradox, 
Law's unmaking is the direct product not just of any law, but of the foundational law- the Treaty 
of Treason (the first product validated by Panem's Grundnorm). Here, in the constitutive pre-
legal document of Panem, is the dominant legal phenomenon that grounds the existence of 
legitimate authority: fiat non lex. 
The narrative of haw provides precisely the 'dramatised narrative' (Leiboff 2012: 387) that 
conforms not simply to chronological events, but to the twin aims of entertainment and control. 
As an apparatus of punitive justice, the panoptic world (both within and without the Arena) 
'bite[s] into this bodiless reality' (Foucault 1991: 16) - the world of shadow, facelessness, 
impalpable surveillance and retribution. Capitol thus harvests the strategic micro-physics of 
power implied by panoptic insinuation (Foucault 1991: 26), the techno-physics of the 
armaments supporting power, and a perverse metaphysics transcending juridicism itself, 
embodying the wholesale invasion of the domains of 'person, culture and nature in order to 
control and commodify them' (Vandenberghe 2008: 886). Yet the 'slackening of the hold on the 
body' -observed by Foucault as accompanying the decline of public execution (Foucault 1991: 
10)- is reversed. Total surveillance and self-disciplinarity are coupled with are-institution of 
the most primitive forms of liturgical torture and death. 
Subversion and Imagination- The Birth of Homo Politicus 
Katniss's battle differs from the Survivor-on-steroids demanded by Capitol. She displays a 
capacity for the 'imagination of attunement' (Antaki 2012: 13) or a 'transformative imagination' 
(Unger 1996: 6), embodying the potential for relating with others, even in the most brutal of 
surroundings, through an aesthetic dimension incommensurate with the conceptualised rigour 
of the 'rules of the game'. Cradling Rue as she lies fatally pierced with a spear, Katniss sings her 
to death - a concept which we might imagine is inconceivable to the Gamemakers, and 
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conventional working class, but the seemingly pampered elite of Capitol itself, to the status of 
animallaborans. 
For Katniss Everdeen (oh! so nearly anagrammatically 'never end'), battle resumes. Man ... nor 
woman neither ... never is, but always to be blessed: freedom is eternally deferred. Even in her 
moment of triumph, her inspired and anathematic reconstruction of the Games reconstitutes 
the battlefield in a broader landscape 'so much worse than being hunted in the Arena' (Collins 
2012: 246). As an act of homo politicus, it deprives Capitol, in its own political imagination, of the 
possibility of total power. Katniss now functions as a focal point for the redrawing of the 
battlescape: a localised episode perhaps, but one to be 'inscribed in history ... [through] the 
effects which it induces on the entire network in which it is caught up' (Foucault 1991: 27}. 
8 McDonald, 'Mimetic and Monstrous Act in the Hunger Games' in G Dunn and Michaud N (eds.) The Hunger 
Games and Philosophy: A Critique of Pure Treason, Hoboken, New Jersey, John Wiley and Sons, 2012: 9. 
The illusory nature of the claims of reality TV is, perhaps, best demonstrated by their association with suicide: the 
first recorded reality TV associated death in the US was that of Najai Turpin, one of 16 contestants in The 
Contender, who committed suicide after being eliminated in 2005 (see 
http:/ jwww.funtrivia.comjaskft/Question110693.html). The following year, Nathan Clutter died after falling 
from a phone tower just after being eliminated (same website). The Wrap TV details eleven contestants in US 
reality TV shows who have committed suicide between 1997 and 2008: 
http: f jwww. thewrap.comjtv j article fthewra p-i nvestiga tes-11-reality-show-players-have-committed-
suicide_3409?page=O,O, accessed july 2012. 
The Marxian cast of the observation is apparent from Jameson's reference to Marx's: '[b]eyond [the realm of 
necessity] begins the development of human energy which is an end itself, the true realm of freedom, which, 
however, can blossom forth only with this realm of necessity as its basis', K Marx, Capital, New York, International 
Publishers, 1977, III: 81. 
The text of the Treaty of Treason, imposed after the uprising, is not set out in The Hunger Games itself: 
'In penance for their uprising each district shall offer up a male and female between the ages if 12 and 
18 at a public 'Reaping.' These tributes shall be delivered to the custody of the Capitol. And then 
transferred to a public arena where they will Fight to the Death, until a lone victor remains. 
Henceforth and forevermore this pageant shall be known as The Hunger Games.' 
Television advertising by plastic surgeons specifically directed at breast augmentation has begun to appear for 
the first time: see www.breast.com.au, who now present an advertisement during Channel 7's 'Sunrise' program 
in which two bras discuss how wonderful the one looks, now that they have had cosmetic surgery: 21 August 
2012. The extent of this commodification is apparent from the observation that '[t]he body has, in a sense, 
become just another consumer purchase ... Banks now offer loans for plastic surgery. American families with 
annual incomes under $25,000 account for 30 per cent of all cosmetic surgery patients. Americans spend more 
each year on beauty than they do on education', Nelson Z, (2009) Love Me: Cross-Cultural Manufacturing of Beauty, 
Contrasto, Milan: Introduction, available at http:/ ;www.zednelson.com/?LoveMe:text. 
The decline of the public spectacle associated with, for example, torture and execution, and its replacement in 
most Western democracies with the deprivation of liberty and rights, rather than the infliction of pain or 
execution is a singular trope of, for example, Foucault's analysis of the phenomenon of punishment in Discipline 
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, (1991) London, Penguin. 
As such, Arendt's characterisation of Nazism and Stalinism as totalitarian regimes dedicated solely to the 
retention of power for its own sake is at odds with, for example, O'Brien's dismissal of German and Soviet 
dictatorships as delusional: 'The German Nazis and the Russian Communists came very close to us in their 
methods, but they never had the courage to recognize their own motives. They pretended, perhaps they even 
believed, that they had seized power unwillingly and for a limited time, and that just round the corner there lay a 
paradise where human beings would be free and equal' ( G Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four: 340). 
s Genesis 3:1: 'Now the serpent was more subtil than any beast of the field .. : (KJV). 
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